

  youth-03-00085




youth-03-00085







Youth 2023, 3(4), 1363-1377; doi:10.3390/youth3040085




Article



Conflicts in Adolescence and Their Association with Closeness: Results of a Multi-Perspective Study from Germany



Yasmin Öztürk *, Thomas Eichhorn and Claudia Zerle-Elsäßer





German Youth Institute, Nockherstr. 2, 81541 Munich, Germany









*



Correspondence: oeztuerk@dji.de







Citation: Öztürk, Y.; Eichhorn, T.; Zerle-Elsäßer, C. Conflicts in Adolescence and Their Association with Closeness: Results of a Multi-Perspective Study from Germany. Youth 2023, 3, 1363–1377. https://doi.org/10.3390/youth3040085



Academic Editors: Terese Glatz and Selma Salihovic



Received: 26 September 2023 / Revised: 28 November 2023 / Accepted: 28 November 2023 / Published: 30 November 2023



Abstract

:

Adolescence is marked by rapid biological and psychosocial changes that profoundly impact parent–child communication in order to reorganize responsibilities and move toward a more egalitarian relationship. Therefore, our primary objective in the present study was to explore the influence of changing conflict frequency and intensity on the perceived level of closeness between parents and adolescents, considering the perspectives of both parties involved. Using 10-wave longitudinal data with measures of parents (n = 17,005) and their children (n = 15,841) aged seven to 16 from the German Panel “Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics” (pairfam), the present study used fixed-effects models to address the research goal. The findings indicate that, for parents and adolescents, an increase in both conflict frequency and intensity corresponds to a more pronounced decline in closeness. Higher levels of initial closeness when the participants entered the survey resulted in milder decreases in closeness when conflict intensity was higher, a pattern observed for both parents and adolescents. Regarding conflict frequency, no impact of initial closeness was discerned among parents, while an opposing effect was found among adolescents. These findings shed light on changes in parent–child communication during the transition from early to middle adolescence, underscoring the need for further exploration of the closeness–conflict association.
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1. Introduction


The onset of puberty marks the initiation of adolescence, a phase entailing multifaceted changes across biological, social, and psychological dimensions. The developmental significance of different stages of adolescence becomes evident when the child’s age is taken into account. These stages are categorized as early adolescence (from 10 to 13 years), middle adolescence (from 14 to 16 years), and late adolescence (from 17 to 20 years) [1].



Sexual maturation precipitates notable physical and neurological advancements, serving as a prelude to shifts in self-perception and social conduct [1]. Relationships with parents and friends undergo noticeable changes during this period [2,3]. Fundamental to the adolescent experience is the development of autonomy and independence, involving negotiations for privacy and the emancipation from parental oversight [4,5]. As proposed by the separation–individuation theory, the hormonal changes accompanying puberty drive adolescents toward detachment from their parents in the pursuit of self-reliance [6]. From the viewpoint of adolescents, there is a significant decline in parental authority from early to mid-adolescence [7,8], fostering a more egalitarian parent–adolescent relationship [7]. A majority of adolescents aged 12 to 20 report a harmonious parent–child relationship characterized by substantial support, minimal power dynamics, and infrequent negative interactions [8].



Nonetheless, a higher incidence of turbulent relationships, marked by reduced support, elevated power dynamics, and negative interactions, becomes evident in early as opposed to late adolescence. Further studies underscore the challenges associated with transitioning from early to mid-adolescence, which are mirrored in communication patterns. In the initial phases of adolescence, it is commonly observed that most adolescents experience a decline in their willingness to share information, a decrease in the parental solicitation, and a heightened inclination toward maintaining secrecy [9]. However, as adolescence progresses into the middle phase and beyond, a shift towards a more open form of communication between parents and their adolescent children becomes evident. When analyzing parent–adolescent relationships, two key aspects of communication merit consideration: closeness, fostering connections despite individual changes, and conflict, inducing psychological and physical distance [4]. A range of theories, encompassing neo-psychoanalytic, evolutionary, and socio-cognitive perspectives, posit that the burgeoning autonomy and individuation during adolescence result in a temporary reduction in closeness and an increase in conflicts [5]. In addition to this knowledge regarding the changes in conflicts and closeness during adolescence, there is a lack of insight into how these two aspects are interrelated.



In the subsequent sections, the state of the art concerning the development of closeness, conflict frequency, and intensity during adolescence will be delved into more extensively. It will also be shown that there is a lack of insight into how changing conflicts and closeness are interrelated over the course of adolescence and in comparison between the children’s as well as the parent’s perspectives. The current study aims to address these two research gaps in order to give more insight into the complex inner familial processes during adolescence and provide knowledge for family research and family practitioners.



1.1. Closeness during Adolescence


Closeness in social relationships describes “the extent to which two individuals are connected behaviorally and emotionally. Commonly invoked indicators include interdependence, intimacy, support, trust, and communication” [5] (p. 18). In the context of developmental progression, the nature of closeness experienced during adolescence takes on distinct manifestations compared to the closeness observed in earlier parent–child interactions. The level of intimacy between parents and children, evident through physical affection and comprehensive shared engagements, diminishes as offspring progress in their development, while instances of dialogues facilitating the exchange of information and the articulation of emotions become more prevalent [10].



Developmental transformations concerning closeness have been comprehensively documented, particularly during the transition from early to middle adolescence. Substantial reductions are observed in dimensions like perceived parental support and relational connectedness between parents and their offspring [7,11,12,13]. Interactions between children and parents experience notable changes, leading to a decrease in parent–child activities and an increase in peer interactions [14], as evidenced by a decline in communal meals among older children compared to their younger counterparts [15]. In the transition to adolescence, there is a noticeable increase in withholding personal information from parents, especially when compared to other aspects of their lives, such as schoolwork [16]. This concealment is bidirectionally linked to a decline in parent–child relationship quality, including communication and trust, and an increase in depressive symptoms over time [17]. The diminished closeness between parents and adolescents may be a risk factor for the development of internalizing problems [18,19] and initiation of delinquency, tobacco use, and polysubstance use [20]. These changes often reflect a diminishing reliance on parents. However, they do not necessarily undermine the positive attributes or significance of these relationships [5]. Despite indications from various studies that attachment to parents may wane during early adolescence, there is evidence of a reconciliation during later stages of adolescence [21]. Moreover, heightened parent–child closeness during early adolescence endures over time, leading to increasingly supportive and less conflictive relationships [22].




1.2. Conflict Frequency and Intensity during Adolescence


A fundamental dimension of parent–child interaction encompasses conflict, an interpersonal phenomenon often characterized by overt opposition and disputes [23]. The dynamic of negotiating newfound freedoms, the erosion of parental control, and the concurrent rise in adolescent autonomy lays the groundwork for potential conflict [8,24]. Conflict, an ever-present dynamic in intimate relationships, notably becomes apparent in the context of family interactions [5]. Considering the substantial implications of parent–adolescent conflict for the adaptive processes of adolescents [25], a comprehensive exploration of its developmental trajectory across adolescence becomes indispensable. Throughout adolescence, a noticeable transformation becomes evident in terms of both the frequency and intensity of conflicts. Both conflict frequency [26] as well as conflict intensity increase from early to middle adolescence [8,27]. Conflict frequency is relatively high from early to middle adolescence, and in the later stages of adolescence, a decline in conflict frequency between parents and children is shown [26]. Empirical findings underscore a significant upswing in conflict intensity with parents during the progression from early to middle adolescence, succeeded by a substantial decline during the transition from middle to late adolescence [8,12,27]. The initial level of conflict intensity with parents is higher for middle adolescents compared to early adolescents [7]. Furthermore, there is a link between the perceived intensity of parental conflict and changes in parent–adolescent relationships aimed at fostering greater equality, although conflict does not act as a catalyst. Regarding the intensity of the conflict, the perceptions of the adolescents and parents diverge. In early-to-middle adolescence, discrepancies in perceptions of parents and adolescents increase, especially as adolescents recognize intensifying conflicts with their parents.




1.3. Aims of the Present Study


In the present study, our primary objective is to explore the influence of changing conflict frequency and intensity on the perceived level of closeness between parents and adolescents during the course of adolescence, putting a focus on the perspectives of both parties involved. Given the frequently observed disparities in how parents and adolescents evaluate their relationships during adolescence, it is important to differentiate between these two viewpoints [5,11]. Discrepancies in the perception of the parent–child relationship can arise, as adolescents seem to possess a more candid perspective than parents regarding the challenging facets of the relationship, and parents tend to underestimate the prevalence of conflicts between parents and adolescents [4,28,29]. These disparities may reflect fundamental dynamics within the parent–adolescent relationship that are significantly linked to the adaptation of both adolescents and parents [30]. Although numerous studies have examined changes in closeness and conflict during adolescence [7,12,27], there is limited empirical evidence regarding the association between these two key aspects of communication. Given that closeness and conflict have significant implications for adolescent development [31,32], it is essential to explore the relationship between these two aspects to gain a more comprehensive understanding of parent–child relationships during adolescence. Few studies have explicitly focused on the link between conflicts and closeness, although existing evidence suggests a negative association between them [33], as well as the notion that higher initial conflict intensity can lead to a subsequent decline in closeness between parents and adolescents over time [34]. Our study spans from late childhood through early and middle adolescence, a period previously identified as pivotal in terms of conflicts and closeness within parent–child relationships [8,11]. Examining parent–child relationships over an extended timeframe, especially during adolescence, is of paramount importance as this is a critical stage during which parents face challenges in adapting their relationships with their adolescent children [35].



In the present study, we incorporate three facets highlighted in the previous section, which have been recognized as pivotal in the context of conflicts and parent–child closeness during adolescence. We take a multifaceted approach, first considering both the frequency and intensity of conflict to unveil their (possibly distinct) effects on the level of closeness between parents and children. This stands in contrast to existing research, which tends to concentrate solely on either conflict frequency or intensity. Furthermore, by incorporating the perspectives of both parents and adolescents, we aim to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the distinct perspectives in a parent–child relationship during this critical developmental stage. This approach, thus, again diverges from numerous other studies that consider either the perspective of parents or adolescents. Lastly, we factor in the initial level of closeness to investigate whether a strong parent–child bond serves as a protective factor against increased conflict frequency and intensity during adolescence.



Based on previous research examining the development of conflict frequency, conflict intensity, and parent–child closeness from late childhood to middle adolescence [27], this study expands former research and formulates three research hypotheses that focus on two perspectives on the same relationship: those of the adolescents themselves but also their parents. The first Hypotheses (1a–1c) are grounded in prior findings of a decline in closeness and an increase in the frequency and intensity of conflicts from early to mid-adolescence, as well as the enhanced accuracy of adolescents’ assessments of their relationships with their parents [4,7,8,12,26].



Hypotheses 1.

Firstly, we hypothesize that adolescents will report a more substantial increase in both conflict frequency (Hypothesis 1a) and intensity (Hypothesis 1b) and a more significant decline in closeness (Hypothesis 1c) compared to parents.





Hypotheses 2.

Since existing evidence suggests a negative association between closeness and conflicts [34], we assume, secondly, that both parents and adolescents will indicate a greater reduction in closeness as both conflict frequency (Hypothesis 2a) and intensity (Hypothesis 2b) increase.





Hypotheses 3.

Based on the premise that closeness in early adolescence is crucial for later parent–child relationship development [22], we postulate, thirdly, that a higher level of closeness at the onset of the survey will correspond to a lesser decline in closeness over time in the presence of heightened conflict frequency (Hypothesis 3a) and intensity (Hypothesis 3b).







2. Materials and Methods


To analyze the hypotheses derived above, we use the data from the German Panel “Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics” (pairfam) in waves 2 to 12 [36]. Since one item of the closeness scale was not assessed in wave 3, we had to exclude this wave. The panel, which started in 2008, is a multidisciplinary longitudinal study that investigates the partnership and family forms in Germany. The annual survey data comprises 12,000 randomly selected German-speaking anchor persons from the population register of stratified and randomly sampled municipalities across Germany who belong to the birth cohorts 1971–1973, 1981–1983, 1991–1993, and 2001–2003 (supplementary and refreshment sample in wave 11), as well as their partners, parents, and (biological as well as adoptive, foster and step-) children. Due to the large sample size and the elaborated sampling strategy that covers the wide spectrum of the target population, the results from this study are highly reliable. Both CAPI (=Computer Assisted Personal Interview) and PAPI (=Paper and Pencil Interview) interviews were conducted and incentivized with lottery tickets or gifts worth 5 to 10 euros [37].



As part of the survey of the anchor persons, their partners (hereafter referred to as parents if they provided information on their children), and children, the characteristics of the relationship between these three groups of persons were collected. In the following analysis, we focus on the characteristics of frequency of conflicts, conflict intensity, emotional warmth, intimacy, and admiration/esteem. These constructs were surveyed annually as part of the parenting styles and network of relationship inventory modules [38,39], with parents (mothers and fathers) providing information on the relationship to each child and each child providing separate information on the corresponding parents.



In our sample, we use data from 3853 parents (57.1% female, average age of 38.1 [SD = 4.87] at their first participation) providing information on one (57.0% of all parent cases over all waves) or more (two: 37.1%, three or four: 5.8%) of their children on 3.4 waves on average resulting in a total number of 17,005 parent cases. Additionally, our sample comprises data of 3064 children (48.8% female, average age of 9.7 [SD = 1.97] at their first participation) providing information on one (25.4%) or two (74.6%) of their parents on 3.2 waves on average resulting in a total number of 15,841 child cases.



2.1. Closeness


The dependent variable in our analysis is closeness [5]. We construct it from a total of seven indicators of the constructs: emotional warmth [40], intimacy, and admiration/esteem [38,39]. For example, emotional warmth is represented by the item “Show your child that you like him/her”. Similarly, children responded to the item, “Anchor shows you that she/he likes you”. As the wording for the items was adapted for both parents and children, in the following, we only report the parents’ version. The exact wording of the questions for both versions can be found in Appendix A Table A1. An example of intimacy is the item on the frequency of “Your child tells you what he/she is thinking”. An example of the construct admiration/esteem is the item on the frequency of “You express recognition for what your child does”. For all questions, a 5-point response scale (1—never, 2—rarely, 3—sometimes, 4—often, 5—very often/always) was used. We construct the scale of closeness by adding the values of all seven items for both parents and children (over all cases, parents and children: Cronbach’s alpha = 0.857). We center the resulting sum index around the mean and standardize it (z-score). Since we are interested not only in the development of closeness over time but also in the initial level of this characteristic as an independent variable, we have calculated the first measurement value of closeness for the corresponding person as a separate variable for each case.




2.2. Conflict Frequency


The first independent variable we employed to explain the development of closeness over time is the frequency of conflicts [38,39] between children and their parents. We use two items that refer to the frequency of “You and your child disagree and quarrel” and “You and your child are annoyed/angry with each other”. The same 5-point response scale as described above was used for these questions. As in the case of closeness, we added the values of the items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.767) and formed the z-score of the resulting sum index.




2.3. Conflict Intensity


As a second independent variable, we construct a sum index for conflict intensity [41] between children and their parents. The index is based on three items: “You criticize your child”, “You scream at your child when he/she did something wrong,” and “You scold your child when you are angry at him/her”, using the same 5-point response scale again. After adding up the values of the three items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.663), we also calculated the z-score for this sum index.




2.4. Controls


In the following fixed effects regression analysis, we controlled for general differences according to the age of the children and cohort effects in addition to the independent variables explained above. While the age of the children is entered as a metric variable both linearly and quadratically into the model, we control for cohort effects based on aggregated survey waves [42]. For this purpose, we combined waves 4, 11, and 12 and tested them against the remaining waves since closeness is slightly lower on average in these three waves. Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for all characteristics used over the sample of parents and their children. The summary statistics combine the cases of parents and children.




2.5. Analysis


In the first step, we look at how closeness, frequency of conflicts, and conflict intensity change from the perspectives of both children and parents over time as children grow older. For this aim, we employ longitudinal fixed-effects models [43,44], in which we specifically consider the time-varying variance components of the three constructs. In cross-sectional statistical analyses, inferences are based on the comparison of characteristics considered relevant between the units of analysis (e.g., persons) at a fixed point in time (between-estimator). This implies the assumption that the units of analysis differ only in the observed characteristics (no unobserved heterogeneity); that is, differences in the dependent variable can only be attributed to differences in the independent variables. Furthermore, it has been pointed out that this assumption is usually violated, and it is suggested that panel data be used to examine causal effects [45]. Since panel data captures the course of the characteristics of interest within a unit of analysis over time, the desired statistical effects can be estimated based on intra-individual changes (within-estimator). As a prerequisite, both dependent and independent characteristics must vary within a unit of analysis over time. Time-constant characteristics cannot be included in the estimation. Thus, the problem of unobserved heterogeneity is reduced, as time-constant unobserved heterogeneity is excluded from the analysis.



In the second step, we combine the time courses of the three constructs in a fixed effects model by explaining the time-related change in closeness as the dependent variable by the time-related changes in the frequency of conflicts and conflict intensity. Using interaction effects, we also test whether the associations between closeness and frequency of conflicts, as well as conflict intensity, are the same for children as for parents. In addition to controlling for the age of the children and the survey year, we take into account that children and parents from the same household are not independent in their answers to the survey questions and have the standard errors of the regressors clustered by household affiliation. Cases with missing values were deleted case-wise. All analyses were performed with STATA 17.0.





3. Results


First, we look at how the frequency of conflicts, conflict intensity, and closeness change from both the perspectives of parents and children over time as children grow older. Figure 1 shows these time-related changes (the regression models underlying the figure are included in Appendix A Table A2, Table A3 and Table A4). In the related models, we estimate effect sizes for both parents and children and distinguish them using interaction terms (“Child” indicates the difference in the effect size between children and parents). At the beginning of adolescence, the frequency of conflicts increases as expected from both perspectives of parents and children. While this increase continues steadily for children until the age of 15, parents report the most frequent conflicts with their children around their 13th year of life, which decrease again afterward. Hypothesis 1a can thus be confirmed, although, complementing our assumptions, it also turns out that children not only perceive a more continuous increase in the frequency of conflict than their parents but that this initial increase in the parents’ perception of conflict even declines after a certain adjustment phase.



Both parents and children note a reduction in conflict intensity in their interactions during adolescence. While this decrease is relatively continuous for parents, children observe a more pronounced decrease in conflict intensity with their parents, particularly in the initial stages. However, the children’s assessment converges again with that of the parents in middle adolescence, although it is not apparent from the right censored data used here whether the perception of conflict intensity by the children decreases parallel to the perception of the parents after the age of 14 or reaches a plateau. In total, this finding contradicts Hypothesis 1b, especially for children between the ages of 10 and 12.



At the onset of adolescence, there is a shared perception of diminished closeness reported by both parents and children. For parents, this decrease is almost linear from their children’s 8th year of life. In contrast, children experience a slight increase in closeness at the beginning of adolescence, which reverses into a stronger decrease from their 9th year of life, supporting Hypothesis 1c.



Second, we investigate whether the strong decrease in closeness from both perspectives of parents and children can be explained by changes in the frequency of conflicts (Hypothesis 2a) and conflict intensity (Hypothesis 2b) as well as if the level at the onset of the survey corresponds with the decline (Hypothesis 3a,b). Table 2 shows the results of this analysis with a fixed-effects model. In this model, again, we estimate effect sizes for both parents and children and distinguish them using interaction terms. According to this finding, perceived closeness from the parents’ perspective systematically diminishes when they observe an increase in conflict frequency with their children. The surveyed children also discern a decrease in closeness to their parents when they experience an increase in conflict frequency, supporting Hypothesis 2a. Similarly, parents perceive a decrease in closeness with an increase in conflict intensity. Compared to parents, children also experience an even stronger distancing in the relationship with their parents, with an increase in conflict intensity. These results confirm Hypothesis 2b.



Despite the predictions of Hypothesis 3a for parents, the association between conflict frequency and closeness persists, irrespective of whether the surveyed parents rated the relationship with their child as more or less close at the first survey point. For children, moreover, an increase in conflict frequency is associated with a stronger decrease in closeness, especially in relationships that the children experienced as comparatively closer at the beginning of the survey (p = 0.023 for the combined effect: Closeness t1 × frequency of conflicts + Child × closeness t1 × frequency of conflicts). These results again contradict hypothesis 3a for the children as closer relationships between parents and their children are not affected to a lesser degree by a rising number of conflicts than relationships that are already more distanced. For children, contrary to our expectations, closer relationships are affected more negatively by an increase in conflict frequency than looser relationships. Thus, our Hypothesis 3a must be dismissed. However, the decrease in closeness with an increase in conflict intensity is weaker in relationships that parents described as closer at the first survey time point. Like parents, children also perceive less decline in closeness with increasing conflict intensity if they described the relationship with their parents as closer at the time of the first survey. These results support 3b.



Moreover, the results emphasize the course of closeness over time that is independent of the frequency of conflicts and conflict intensity: Parents and children experience a decline in closeness that is expanding over time, with children showing the already known increase at the beginning of adolescence followed by a stronger decline in closeness afterward.




4. Discussion


Our aim in this study was to explore the influence of conflict frequency and intensity on the perceived level of closeness between parents and adolescents during the course of adolescence, considering the perspectives of both parties involved in order to obtain a better understanding of parent–child relationships during this time period. We employed survey interviews involving parents and their children to examine the developmental patterns of closeness and conflict over time. Our results show that changes in terms of closeness, conflict frequency, and intensity during adolescence are evident from the perspective of parents and adolescents.



4.1. Changes in Closeness, Conflict Frequency and Intensity during Adolescence


As hypothesized, adolescents reported a higher frequency of conflicts (hypothesis 1a) and a more significant decrease in closeness (Hypothesis 1c) compared to their parents, aligning with our expectations. This supports earlier findings of disparities in how parents and children value their relationship in the earlier stages of adolescence, which converge over time [11]. Differences in how the parent–child relationship is perceived could be attributed to the fact that adolescents might have a more accurate view of the less favorable aspects of their relationship than their parents [4,28,29]. Further, an overall decrease in conflict intensity could be observed for both parents and adolescents throughout the adolescent years. Contrary to our initial expectations (Hypothesis 1b), adolescents reported an even more significant decline in conflict intensity than their parents, rather than the anticipated increase. One potential explanation for this trend could be linked to the development of problem-solving strategies among both parents and adolescents from early to mid-adolescence. Adolescents increasingly employ positive problem-solving strategies involving compromise and effective conflict resolution over time [46]. Furthermore, there is a decrease in the use of withdrawal and conflict engagement strategies among adolescents, indicating a shift away from highly emotional, unregulated interactions, such as losing control or engaging in verbally abusive behavior. A similar decline in the use of withdrawal and conflict engagement strategies has been shown among parents. The adoption of more effective problem-solving approaches serves to prevent the escalation of parent–adolescent conflicts, resulting in a gradual reduction in conflict intensity over time.



Furthermore, an increase in both conflict frequency (Hypothesis 2a) and intensity (Hypothesis 2b) led to a greater decrease in closeness, as reported by both parents and adolescents. This is consistent with previous studies that found a negative association between conflicts and closeness in parent–child relationships over time [33,34].



Higher levels of initial closeness when the participants entered the survey resulted in milder decreases in closeness when conflict intensity was higher (Hypothesis 3b), a pattern observed for both parents and adolescents. This finding aligns with the assumption that earlier attachment experiences between parent and child contribute to the development of closer and more supportive relationships later, resulting in a reduction of negative interactions [22]. This would suggest that a close parent–child relationship in childhood is a good protection against emotional attacks through intense conflict during adolescence. Regarding conflict frequency, for adolescents, it was revealed that higher initial levels of closeness were associated with a more substantial decline in closeness at higher levels of conflict (Hypothesis 3a). This finding is unexpected as close relationships typically involve a lower frequency of conflicts. Our results suggest that closeness between parents and children in childhood might not necessarily serve as a protective factor in adolescence. In instances where parental conflicts with their children occur too frequently, this may manifest as a mechanism of exercising psychological control over the child’s world [47]. Psychological control is defined as a parental practice characterized by intrusive and manipulative behaviors aimed to influence the thoughts and emotions of children or adolescents, allowing adults to exert power by regulating their psychological world [48]. When there is a notable extent of parental control, it may signal the presence of maladaptive processes within parent–adolescent conflicts [49], thereby increasing the risk of hindering the development of a resilient parent–child relationship. In summary, a high frequency of conflict may exert more strain on the parent–child relationship than the mere intensity of the conflict. Further research should explore the distinct impacts of conflict frequency and intensity on closeness in close parent–child relationships.




4.2. Limitations of the Study and Future Prospects


The findings of our study must be considered within the scope of certain limitations, as respondents in pairfam were only allowed to use ordinal (never–sometimes–always) instead of ratio scales (e.g., counting the occasion of certain behavior in a given time interval), the response scales do not provide a true zero and equal intervals between neighboring points on the scale. Thus, respondents need to compare themselves to expectations and social norms they are aware of, such as ideal parenting and being an ideal child [50]. Another limitation of this analysis concerns unobserved heterogeneities caused by parental authority and control. It is crucial to acknowledge the significant role of changes in parental authority during adolescence that foster a more egalitarian relationship [7,8]. Additionally, high levels of parental control may serve as an indicator of potentially maladaptive processes within parent–adolescent conflicts [49]. Consequently, it would have been essential to also explore the alterations in parental authority during adolescence. Although variables related to parental control and monitoring exist in pairfam, they could not be included in the current study because either they differ between parents and adolescents (e.g., indicators for ‘monitoring’) or they were not collected in all survey waves (e.g., indicators for ‘control’).



Considering the significant influence of conflicts and closeness within the parent–child relationship on a child’s developmental trajectory [19,20,25], our findings are important for family research as well as family practitioners. Nevertheless, it is crucial to undertake further research in this area and address additional important factors simultaneously. These factors encompass individual differences in conflict resolution approaches as well as parent–child attachment. Empirical evidence suggests that conflict resolution strategies employed by both parents and children undergo transformations during adolescence [46]. Positive problem-solving strategies have been shown to serve as a protective factor within parent–child relationships [51], potentially mitigating the adverse impact of a high frequency and intensity of conflict on closeness. When examining the link between conflicts and closeness, it is imperative to consider not only a closer examination of conflict resolution strategies but also an exploration of the emotional variability of parents and children. When parents and children are capable of openly expressing both negative and positive emotions during conflicts, they are more likely to discover alternative interaction patterns and successfully renegotiate their relationship [52]. In contrast, parents and children who become trapped in anger or other negative emotions or who exclusively express positive emotions while suppressing anger may encounter challenges in renegotiating their relationship dynamics. Therefore, heightened emotional variability during parent–adolescent interactions characterized by conflicts underscores behavioral adaptability—the capacity to effectively adjust and reconfigure behavior in response to the diverse interpersonal and contextual demands associated with adolescence [52,53]. In the context of how conflicts are perceived, the quality of attachment between parents and children assumes a paramount role. Research findings suggest that adolescents with secure attachments experience fewer conflicts with their parents and demonstrate a propensity for conflict resolution through compromise, thereby reducing their reliance on disengagement strategies [54].



While it is well-established that both heightened conflict frequency and intensity have a detrimental impact on parent–child closeness during the transition from late childhood to mid-adolescence, numerous studies have demonstrated that adolescents tend to embrace independence and enhance their relationships with parents during the latter stages of adolescence [8]. In fact, conflicts during adolescence can serve as a catalyst for enhancing relationships by facilitating conversations about interpersonal issues that warrant attention [5]. Among various forms of social interaction, disagreements provide a unique opportunity for parents and adolescents to reevaluate and adjust their expectations while renegotiating roles and responsibilities.
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Table A1. Wording of the Questions Describing the Scales Closeness, Conflict Frequency, and Intensity.






Table A1. Wording of the Questions Describing the Scales Closeness, Conflict Frequency, and Intensity.










	Construct
	Parent
	Child





	Closeness
	You show your child with words and gestures that you like him/her.
	[Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] shows you that he/she likes you.



	
	You cheer up your child when he/she is sad.
	[Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] tries to cheer you up when you are sad.



	
	You praise your child.
	[Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] praises you.



	
	Your child tells you what he/she is thinking.
	You tell [Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] what you’re thinking.



	
	Your child shares with you his/her feelings and thoughts.
	You share your secrets and private feelings with [Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household].



	
	You show recognition for the things your child does.
	[Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] shows recognition for the things you do.



	
	You show your child that you respect and like him/her.
	[Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] shows you that he/she respects and likes you.



	Conflict frequency
	You and your child are annoyed or angry with each other.
	You are annoyed or angry with each other.



	
	You and your child disagree and quarrel.
	You disagree and quarrel.



	Conflict intensity
	You criticize your child.
	[Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] criticizes you.



	
	You yell at your child because he/she did something wrong.
	[Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] yells at you because you did something wrong.



	
	You scold your child because you are angry at him/her.
	[Name anchor/Name anchor’s partner in household] scolds you because he/she is angry at you.










 





Table A2. Simple Fixed-Effects Regression on Frequency of Conflicts between Parent and Child.






Table A2. Simple Fixed-Effects Regression on Frequency of Conflicts between Parent and Child.











	Independent Variables
	b
	Robust SE
	Sig





	Age child (ref.: 8)
	
	
	



	9
	−0.025
	0.021
	



	10
	−0.010
	0.021
	



	11
	0.038
	0.022
	



	12
	0.089
	0.024
	***



	13
	0.097
	0.026
	***



	14
	0.073
	0.029
	*



	15
	0.055
	0.031
	



	Child × age child (ref.: 8)
	
	
	



	9
	−0.009
	0.036
	



	10
	−0.021
	0.036
	



	11
	0.025
	0.039
	



	12
	0.061
	0.041
	



	13
	0.120
	0.041
	**



	14
	0.262
	0.045
	***



	15
	0.323
	0.050
	***



	Intercept
	−0.077
	0.017
	***



	N (relationships by years)
	37,007
	
	



	N (relationships)
	11,420
	
	



	R2 (within)
	0.019
	
	







Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; Standard errors clustered by household (N = 2392); Child (0 = all variables on the relationship reported by the parent, 1 = all variables on the relationship reported by the child).













 





Table A3. Simple Fixed-Effects Regression on Conflict Intensity between Parent and Child.
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	Independent Variables
	b
	Robust SE
	Sig





	Age child (ref.: 8)
	
	
	



	9
	−0.042
	0.019
	*



	10
	−0.058
	0.020
	**



	11
	−0.091
	0.021
	***



	12
	−0.121
	0.023
	***



	13
	−0.174
	0.023
	***



	14
	−0.224
	0.027
	***



	15
	−0.294
	0.028
	***



	Child × age child (ref.: 8)
	
	
	



	9
	−0.013
	0.038
	



	10
	−0.108
	0.038
	**



	11
	−0.132
	0.039
	**



	12
	−0.111
	0.042
	**



	13
	−0.073
	0.043
	



	14
	0.060
	0.049
	



	15
	0.096
	0.050
	



	Intercept
	0.148
	0.017
	***



	N (relationships by years)
	34,468
	
	



	N (relationships)
	10,878
	
	



	R2 (within)
	0.014
	
	







Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; Standard errors clustered by household (N = 2389); Child (0 = all variables on the relationship reported by the parent, 1 = all variables on the relationship reported by the child).













 





Table A4. Simple Fixed-Effects Regression on Closeness from the Perspective of Parents and Children.
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	Independent Variables
	b
	Robust SE
	Sig





	Age child (ref.: 8)
	
	
	



	9
	−0.048
	0.017
	**



	10
	−0.128
	0.017
	***



	11
	−0.199
	0.019
	***



	12
	−0.334
	0.022
	***



	13
	−0.425
	0.024
	***



	14
	−0.530
	0.027
	***



	15
	−0.611
	0.030
	***



	Child × age child (ref.: 8)
	
	
	



	9
	0.116
	0.029
	***



	10
	0.163
	0.031
	***



	11
	0.145
	0.034
	***



	12
	0.128
	0.037
	**



	13
	0.014
	0.041
	



	14
	−0.040
	0.045
	



	15
	−0.024
	0.047
	



	Intercept
	0.202
	0.015
	***



	N (relationships by years)
	35,193
	
	



	N (relationships)
	11,198
	
	



	R2 (within)
	0.099
	
	







Notes: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; Standard errors clustered by household (N = 2389); Child (0 = all variables on the relationship reported by the parent, 1 = all variables on the relationship reported by the child).
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Figure 1. Change of Conflict Frequency, Conflict Intensity, and Closeness of Parents and Children (Z-Scores) over the Age of the Child. 






Figure 1. Change of Conflict Frequency, Conflict Intensity, and Closeness of Parents and Children (Z-Scores) over the Age of the Child.



[image: Youth 03 00085 g001]







 





Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
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	Variable
	Mean
	SD
	Min
	Max
	Cronbach’s Alpha





	Frequency of conflicts
	0.000
	1.000
	−1.755
	3.885
	0.767



	Frequency: annoyed/angry with each other
	2.196
	0.770
	1
	5
	



	Frequency: disagree and quarrel
	2.294
	0.803
	1
	5
	



	Conflict intensity
	0.000
	1.000
	−1.618
	4.099
	0.663



	Criticize child
	2.390
	0.935
	1
	5
	



	Scream at child
	2.008
	0.862
	1
	5
	



	Scold child
	1.998
	0.924
	1
	5
	



	Closeness
	0.000
	1.000
	−5.116
	1.608
	0.857



	Like child
	4.354
	0.689
	1
	5
	



	Cheer up child
	4.282
	0.817
	1
	5
	



	Praise child
	4.273
	0.716
	1
	5
	



	Frequency: talk about the child’s thoughts
	3.659
	0.905
	1
	5
	



	Frequency: share child’s secrets/private feelings
	3.390
	1.061
	1
	5
	



	Frequency: recognition of what the child does
	4.130
	0.710
	1
	5
	



	Frequency: appreciates the child
	4.217
	0.716
	1
	5
	



	Closeness t1
	0.183
	0.937
	−5.116
	1.608
	



	Age child
	11.101
	2.168
	7
	16
	



	Wave
	
	
	
	
	



	2 (2009/